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I

Towns are usually thought to develop slowly. The advance of trade 
or industries, the growth of population, the emergence of hinter 
lands, all take time. The histories of the economic growth of towns 
emphasize the long term. While acknowledging the general truth of 
this view, it is clear that the pace of urban economic expansion is 
not always slow. Towns do experience periods of accelerated growth 
in particular circumstances. Newcastle reacted to the demand for 
coal from London in the sixteenth century; Bristol emerged in the 
seventeenth century as a major Atlantic port; Glasgow grew rapidly 
in the eighteenth century on the profits of New World tobacco and 
Lanarkshire coal. 1 Sometimes development can be more rapid still 
when provoked by a particular stimulus. It is argued in this paper 
that a charter granted to Liverpool in 1695 provided just such a 
boost to the town. It established a council which actively promoted 
political, ecclesiastical, and economic improvement, and is notable 
for building a pioneering wet dock. 2 This important external 
economy encouraged the overseas trade of the port and in the

' S. Middlebrook, Newcastle-upon-Tyne: its growtli and achievement (Newcastle, 
1950), chapter i; D. H. Sacks, The widening gate: Bristol and the Atlantic economy, 
1450-1700 (Berkeley, CA, 1991), pp. 197-204, 218, 252-65; G. Jackson, 'Glasgow in 
transition c. i66o-c. 1740', and T. M. Devine, 'The golden age of tobacco', in 
Glasgow, I: beginnings to 1830, ed. T. M. Devine and G. Jackson (Manchester, 1995), 
passim.

2 I am indebted to the Leverhulme Trust for a grant for work, with Dr D. Ascott 
and Dr F. Lewis, on 'The Liverpool community 1660-1750', which enabled much of 
the work on which this paper is based. For the charter of 1695 see R. Muir and E. M. 
Platt, History of municipal government in Liverpool to 1835 (Liverpool, 1906), 
pp. 110-14, 2-47-54-
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early decades of the eighteenth century the town began to rival 
Bristol in commercial importance. 3

The activity of the new council after 1695 built on the often 
remarked locational advantages of Liverpool. The port's proximity 
to Ireland and ready access to the Atlantic meant that it was well 
placed to carry western trade. 4 Its remoteness from France gave it a 
relative freedom from privateering during times of war, though at 
some periods the hazard was real enough. Most important, its 
hinterland provided valuable raw materials, coal and salt, and 
increasingly as river and canal improvements were made in the 
eighteenth century manufactures from the Manchester region, the 
Staffordshire potteries, the West Riding woollen industry, and even 
the Midlands/ Against this favourable background, political action 
and commercial enterprise acted as a catalyst for the town's rapid 
development from a small town to a major entrepot.

The charter of 1695 vested political power in the hands of a small 
group of merchants who demonstrated remarkable cohesion. They 
shared a common commercial interest in trade of enormous 
potential with Ireland, Virginia, and the West Indies, and intelli 
gence about commodities, ships, ports, and privateers. Some were 
bound by family ties and others by friendship and affection. They 
also co-operated in developing the town. The establishment of a 
parish for the first time in 1699, planning for the redevelopment of 
the castle site after 1704, building the dock between 1709 and 1715, 
and leasing land for the first major expansion of the town on the old 
heath were their most notable initiatives in the reigns of William III 
and Queen Anne.6 The period was a turning point, when the course 
was set for the town's eighteenth-century development.

3 K. Morgan, Bristol and the Atlantic trade in tlie eighteenth century (Cambridge,
1993), PP- 133, 143-4.

' J. de Vries, European urbanisation 1500-1800 (London, 1984) pp. 136-42.
' W. Enfield, An essay towards the history of Liverpool drawn up from papers left by 

the late Mr George Perry and from other materials since collected by William Enfield 
(London, 1773), pp. 67-90. The inland trade of eighteenth-century Liverpool has 
been better covered than overseas trade and is not the focus of this paper: see 
T. Barker, 'Lancashire coal, Cheshire salt and the rise of Liverpool', T.H.S.L.C. CIII 
(1951), pp. 83 101; J. Langton, 'Liverpool and its hinterland in the late eighteenth 
century', in Commerce, industry and transport: studies in economic change on 
Merseyside, ed. B. Anderson and P. Stoney (Liverpool, 1983), pp. 1-25.

" Liv. R.O., 352 MIN/COU 1/7,ff. 31, 46, 53 (Liverpool town books), for these 
and other developments.
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II

Before 1695 the corporation demonstrated little cohesion or 
autonomy. The town was much influenced by neighbouring land 
owners, the earls of Derby, Viscounts Molyneux, and the Moore 
family of Bank Hall.' It invariably accepted the earl of Derby's 
nominees for its members of parliament. 8 Moreover, in the politic 
ally uncertain relations between Restoration government and 
towns, Liverpool lost what independence it had as a result of a 
charter of 1677 which added fifteen outsiders to the council, 
gentlemen who were intended to guarantee a pro-court corpora 
tion. 9 The townsmen who served on the late seventeenth-century 
council were a mixed group, with craftsmen, merchants, and 
mariners in roughly equal proportions. 10 Such a variety of interests 
perhaps inhibited a corporate will. The town certainly played a 
limited role in political events like the Exclusion Crisis of 1679- 
81." Nor did the corporation take any significant measures to 
improve the port at a time when town merchants were beginning 
to engage in transatlantic trade. 12

The charter of 1695 fundamentally changed the situation. It was 
granted in the wake of an election fraud perpetrated by Mayor 
Alexander Norres in December 1694, when he returned Thomas 
Brotherton, the Tory candidate for M.P., who had polled 15 votes, 
instead of Jasper Maudit, the Whig candidate, who had polled 400. 
The town Whigs petitioned for a new charter, and William III issued

' Investigated thoroughly by M. Mullett, 'The politics of Liverpool, 1660 88', 
T.H.S.L.C. CXXIV (1972), pp. 31-56.

" History of parliament: the House of Commons, 1660-90, ed. B. D. Henning, I 
(London, 1983), pp. 288-90.

'' J. Miller, 'The crown and the borough charters in the reign of Charles II', 
E.H.R. C (1985), pp. 57-79; Muir and Platt, Municipal government in Liverpool, 
pp. 105, 191 203; M. Power, 'Politics and progress in Liverpool, 1660 1740', 
Northern History, XXXV (1999), p. 122.

"' M. Power, 'Councillors and commerce in Liverpool, 1650 1750', Urban 
History, XXIV (1997), p. 311.

1 ' Compare the lively politics in Bristol: J. Barry, 'The politics of religion in 
Restoration Bristol', in The politics of religion in Restoration England, ed. T. Harris, 
P. Seaward, and M. Goldie (Oxford, 1990), pp. 164-79.

i: P. Clemens, 'The rise of Liverpool, 1665-1750', Econ. H.R. 2nd ser. XXIX 
(1976), pp. 211 25; C. N. Parkinson, The rise of the port of Liverpool (Liverpool, 
1952), pp. 53-64-
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it in August, naming an elderly Whig merchant, Thomas Johnson, 
as mayor, together with forty councillors." Behind the royal 
expressions of affection in the charter lay an awareness of the 
strategic importance of Liverpool as a port. In April 1689 Liverpool 
had been used to embark regiments under Major-General Kirk and 
Sir Thomas Hanmer for Londonderry, and the co-operation of the 
town was a recent memory. 14

The charter of 1695 put new men in charge of the town. All 
twenty-five councillors listed as attending the first meeting in 1697 
at which a roll was called were newcomers. None had appeared in 
1694, the last council before the charter when councillors were 
listed. All the new men were townsmen, not outsiders. Moreover, 
they included a greater proportion of merchants than before 1695. 
In the decade before the charter there were few identifiable 
merchant councillors, only two in 1687 for example. By 1697 
there were eight; a decade later (in 1708) there were some fourteen, 
together with twelve who, though not described as merchants, 
engaged in overseas trade. Traders had quickly become the majority 
interest on the council. 1 '1 Their rise was helped by a clause in the 
charter of 1677, confirmed in 1695, requiring mayors, bailiffs, and 
councillors to be chosen by the council rather than the freemen. The 
council thus co-opted new members."1 The merchant councillors of 
1695 recruited business friends, and a narrow governing group 
developed which lasted until reform in 1835. It is not surprising, of 
course, to find an oligarchical town government dominated by 
merchants, for that was the norm in eighteenth-century towns.

" Muir and Platt, Municipal government in Liverpool, pp. 109, 249; James 
Touzeau, The rise and progress of Liverpool from 1551 to 1835 (Liverpool, 1910), 
p. 339; Liv. R.O., 352 CLE/TRA 2/6,ff. 158-9 (T. N. Morion's transcripts of 
Liverpool town books).

" Calendar of state papers, domestic, 1689-90, pp. 48, 80-1.
'' An attempt was made to build a database of councillors from Liverpool town 

books, their occupations from parish registers and probate records, and their 
overseas trade activity from a port book of 1708-9, the year when the council 
decided to build a dock: Liv. R.O., 352 MIN/COU 1/4-8; L.P.R.S. XXXV, CI 
(Liverpool parish registers); R.S.L.C. XVIII, XX (probate index); P.R.O., 
E 190/1375/08 (port book). The database of councillors (TOWNBOOK) and the 
port book (PBGLC-09) are deposited in 'The Liverpool community 1660-1750' at 
the Data Archive at the University of Essex. I am grateful to Dr Ascott and Dr Lewis 
for use of their computerized lists of registers and wills.

'" Muir and Platt, Municipal government in Liverpool, pp. 111-13, 202, 248-9.
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However, the sudden shift towards mercantile oligarchy in Liver 
pool in 1695 is distinctive. 1 '

The takeover of power led to a degree of political unity unusual in 
towns at this time. Commercial, religious, and political issues 
commonly divided town societies in the reigns of William III and 
Queen Anne, and worked against co-operation. 18 Competing com 
mercial and financial interests within larger cities like London and 
Bristol did not exist in Liverpool. 19 Religious conflict over the problem 
of dissent was an even more potent cause of discord in some towns. In 
Liverpool, religious differences between councillors remained muted 
after the 1662 Corporations Act which purged the council of 
dissenters, who did not thereafter challenge Anglican hegemony as 
they did in London and Bristol. 2" Though dissenters lived and worked 
in the town, there is little evidence of wide-ranging animosity to them. 
The prevailing attitude seems to have been one of tolerance. 21

There were certainly political differences in the age of 'the rage of 
party', and councillors identified themselves as Whig or Tory. 22 On

'' Compare, for example, 80 per cent of merchant councillors in Bristol, 'almost 
all' in Hull, 45 per cent in Exeter, and 52 per cent in Glasgow: Sacks, Widening gate, 
pp. 165 6; G. Jackson, Hull in the eighteenth century (London, 1972), p. 308; Robert 
Newton, Eighteenth-century Exeter (Exeter, 1984), p. 38; I. Maver, 'Guardianship of 
the community', in Glasgow, I, ed. Devine and Jackson, chapter 7.

18 T. Harris, Politics under the later Stuarts: party conflict in a divided society, 
1660 1715 (London, 1993), PP- 119 28, 152 6, 180 1, 187 91; J. V. Beckett, 
'Introduction: stability in politics and society 1680-1750', in Britain in the first age 
of party, 1680-1750: essays presented to Geoffrey Holmes, ed. C. Jones (London, 
1987), p. 5.

''' Nothing like the financial interest associated with the Bank of England and 
National Debt, or merchant rivalries between the Old East India and New East 
India Companies existed, for example: H. Horvitz, 'Party in a civic context: 
London from the exclusion crisis to the fall of Walpole', in Britain in the first 
age of party, ed. Jones, pp. 181 7; G. de Krey, A fractured society: the politics of 
London in the first age of party, 1688-1715 (Oxford, 1985), pp. 14-32; Sacks, 
Widening gate, pp. 197-218.

'" Liv. R.O., 352 MIN/COU 1/3, pp. 139-41; for religious divisions elsewhere: 
Barry, 'Politics of religion in restoration Bristol', passim; Horvitz, 'Party in a civic 
context', pp. 181 7; de Krey, Fractured society, pp. 14 32.

:i For evidence of religious differences, see Liv. R.O., 352 CLE/TRA 2/8, ff. 138- 
44; for data on dissenters in Liverpool see History of Parliament unpublished paper, 
'Liverpool elections 1690 1715', for which I thank Richard Harrison and acknow 
ledge the History of Parliament copyright; for toleration, The Norris papers, ed. 
T. Heywood, C.S. [old ser.] IX (1846), pp. 79-82.

22 For an analysis of party affiliation in Liverpool, Richard Harrison, 'Liverpool 
elections 1690-1715' (History of Parliament unpublished paper) is an authoritative


